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Coherence is a concept widely discussed in discourse analysis. Different experts 
have given different definitions. This thesis proposes that coherence should be defined 
in a broader sense—that the concept of coherence should include both macro and 
micro perspectives. However, it is impractical to study all the aspects of coherence in 
this limited thesis. This thesis is confined to the study of micro-incoherence.  
In the last ten years, the concept of coherence has been introduced into the field 
of Translation Studies. It is regarded as a requirement for translations and it is 
evaluated by the receivers’ acceptability. 
The coherence of students’ translations is not given much attention. Previous 
studies on their translations mainly discuss cohesion rather than coherence, and most 
of those studies are qualitative study rather than quantitative ones. Therefore, this 
thesis conducts an empirical study to investigate the incoherent errors rising in 
Chinese to English translations of 112 Grade III and Grade IV English-major students. 
Their incoherent errors are classified into reference, substitution, ellipsis, conjunction, 
lexical coherence and thematic linkages based on Halliday’s Cohesion Theory and 
Theme-Rheme Theory.  
There are four steps to the methodology of this empirical study. The first step is 
data collection, in which original Chinese passages are compared with their 
translations produced by English-native speakers and then coherent features are 
identified. Based on those coherent features, criteria are set up to evaluate students’ 
translations and the results are recorded. The second step is data analysis, in which a 
combination of qualitative and quantitative method is adopted. A thorough analysis is 
made to study incoherent errors and their causes. In the third step, a relevant 
questionnaire is conducted among the same subjects. With the information collected 
from the questionnaire, the thesis reveals students’ psychological process of 















questions. In addition, two strategies and a teaching method of Peer Group Discussion 
to reduce incoherent errors are proposed. In order to guarantee the validity of the data, 
another translation is assigned to the same group of students. They are allowed to 
discuss the difficulties and work out the translations together with their group 
members. Their incoherent errors are involved in the analysis as well.  
The thesis finds that all the translations are incoherent to some degree. 
English-major students must pay attention to the incoherence in their translations. The 
absence of conjunctions and thematic links are their main errors. The thesis attributes 
these errors to the word-to-word translations, which indicate that students are still 
poor in terms of language competence. During the translation, students are busy 
producing “equivalent” words and phrases, but the underlying logical connections and 
information flow are not perceived. The original Chinese conventions and principles 
are imposed on English translations, and therefore incoherent errors occur. In addition, 
seniors do not make fewer errors than juniors in this specific translation. This may 
confirm that coherence is not given enough attention in translation training.  
In order to reduce incoherent errors, the thesis suggests English-major students 
develop efficient revising skills and increase awareness to eliminate negative transfer 
from Chinese language. Several specific skills to reduce incoherence are proposed. 
For example, it is recommended that the demonstrative reference “这” be translated 
into “it” or “that” in several texts. And syntactic orders should be adjusted and 
information flow should be rearranged. 
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Coherence refers to the overall organization and network of discourse, with 
which sentences are linked intentionally to make a continuity of sense. It is regarded 
as “one of the most general and most widely discussed concepts” (Redeker, 2000: 233) 
in discourse analysis. Many scholars have studied this concept from different 
perspectives such as semantics, pragmatics, and cognition. However, there has been 
no consensus reached on its definition and its study scope. In recent years, more and 
more scholars have introduced coherence into Translation Studies, because translation 
itself is regarded as a piece of discourse. 
Coherence is vital for translations to achieve its communicative goal. It is 
impossible for people to comprehend an incoherent discourse. As a result, coherence 
is an essential topic in Translation Studies. 
Though coherence is of great significance, it is not given enough attention. 
During the translation, students are struggling to find equivalent language items. A lot 
of incoherent errors occur in their translations, but those errors are not perceived. 
Scholars do not pay attention to the incoherence in students’ translations either. In the 
last ten years, there have been 91 out of 565 MA graduated theses discussing the 
incoherent phenomena in translations. They study incoherence in different styles of 
English texts including English for science and technology, English poetry, English 
idioms, English news, medical text, advertisement text, tourist text, and business text. 
But only a few concern the students’ translations.  
The quality of English-major (EM) students’ translations is important to the 
communication and development of China. Each year, millions of EM students 
graduate. After graduation they do the jobs closely related to English language such as 
English teachers, diplomatic agents, international businessmen, and so on. They are 
regarded as English professionals and their translations, Chinese to English (C-E) 















quality of their translations is far from satisfactory. 
The improvements in their translation seem to be urgent and crucial. But the 
nature of improvements is quite difficult for students, especially for the advanced 
English learners. They can improve their translations by expanding vocabulary and 
background knowledge. But they may have difficulty in perceiving their incoherence, 
and know little about the strategies and skills to make improvements. Making 
improvements in the overall coherence is a challenge for them.  
Therefore, this study intends to investigate the incoherent errors made by EM 
students of Grade III and IV. It analyzes each incoherent error within the theoretic 
framework of Systemic Functional Principle and figures out the causes. Moreover, it 
proposes two strategies and several specific skills which probably help to eliminate 
incoherent errors to some degree.  
This thesis is to be divided into three parts as follows:  
Chapter One describes the research background of the thesis. It introduces the 
previous studies on the concept of coherence, the definition of coherence in this thesis 
and the role of coherence in translations. And Halliday’s classification of cohesive 
devices and thematic links are presented in this chapter as well. 
Chapter Two is the main body of the thesis. It mainly discusses the empirical 
study on incoherent errors in C-E translations of 112 EM students. A relevant 
questionnaire is conducted among the same group of subjects. Based on the collected 
data and information, the errors and their causes are investigated. The subjects of this 
study are found not satisfactorily competent in achieving coherence in their C-E 
translations. Their errors mainly result from the word-to-word translations.  
Chapter Three proposes two strategies, a teaching method and several specific 
skills to help students reduce incoherent errors in their translations. It compares 
Chinese with English at different levels, and discusses how to eliminate the incoherent 
errors with respect to reference, repetition, ellipsis, conjunction, syntactic structure 
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Chapter One  Research Background 
1.1  Definition of Coherence 
Coherence is explained as “a reasonable connection or relation between ideas, 
arguments, statements, etc.” (2008: 345) in Longman Dictionary of Contemporary 
English. In Routledge Dictionary of Language and Linguistics, it is defined as “In 
general, the grammatical and semantic interconnectedness between sentences that 
form a text. It is the semantic structure not its formal meaning which creates 
coherence” (2000: 80). 
Coherence is a concept greatly discussed in discourse analysis. Different scholars 
interpret it from different aspects. But none of their theories can include all the aspects, 
and no consensus has been researched so far on the definition of coherence. This 
section is going to review the previous studies on the concept of coherence. Based on 
that, a new definition will be proposed and the study scope of this thesis will be 
bounded as well.    
1.1.1  Previous Studies on the Concept of Coherence 
The phenomenon of coherence, an important property in discourse, has been 
attracting the increased interest in the academic research. Early in the 1860s, the 
rhetorical scholars considered the coherence as one of the conditions for an article to 
gain unity. Its concept probably begins in Alexander Bain’s first rule of the paragraph: 
“The bearing of each sentence upon what precedes shall be explicit and unmistakable” 
(Bamberg, 1983: 417). In the 1960s, Herweg, a German linguist, initiated the study of 
discourse analysis. He studies the relationships between different types of substitution 
and coherence. And since the 1970s, the study of coherence has been developing 
dramatically and been paid intensely attention by scholars of different schools. 
Scholars have made great efforts to define and explain coherence from different 
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logical organization, in both spoken and written discourse.  
These perspectives are diverse and sometimes overlap. After reviewing almost all 
of their theories, this thesis divides their concepts into two categories – the 
micro-coherence and macro-coherence. Micro-coherence refers to the coherence 
discussed from the perspectives within the discourse such as lexical structure, 
semantics and logical organization while macro-coherence includes those perspectives 
beyond the discourse such as pragmatics, cognition and receivers.  
1.1.1.1  Micro-coherence 
There are a large number of scholars discussing the concept of coherence in 
micro-perspectives, such as Halliday, Hasan, van Dijk, and Crystal. It is noted that 
though their concepts are put into the category of micro-perspectives, 
macro-perspectives are included in their theoretical systems as well. But the 
macro-perspectives are secondary. 
Halliday and Hasan are the pioneering scholars studying coherence. In their book 
Cohesion in English (1976), they use “texture”, a term they propose referring to 
coherence.  
The overall coherence is achieved by the cohesive ties. They define coherence as 
“the cohesive harmony of a text”. They spare most of their efforts to specify 
“cohesive ties”, which are lexical and grammatical relations of structure within the 
text. They define “cohesion” as “relations of meaning that exist within the text” or “a 
relationship between two textual elements in which one is interpreted by the other” 
(Halliday & Hasan, 2001: 4). These semantic cohesive ties within the text constitute a 
coherent text. In other words, coherence is built on the cohesive ties.  
Furthermore, they argue that register consistency is also of significance to a 
coherent discourse. “The concept of cohesion can be usefully supplemented by that of 
register, since the two together effectively define a text” (Halliday & Hasan, 2001: 23) 
and a coherent discourse should meet two standards:  
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and it is coherent with respect to itself, and therefore, cohesive. Neither of the two 
conditions is sufficient without the other, nor does the one by necessity entail the other. 
Just as one can construct passages which are beautifully cohesive but which fail as texts 
because they lack consistency of register—there is no continuity of meaning in relation 
to the situation. (Halliday & Hasan, 2001: 23) 
 
That is the coherence of macro-perspectives, but it is not elaborated further and 
given full attention. Some scholars misunderstand Halliday and Hasan’s concept. 
They think the definition “fails to take the extra-textual elements into careful 
consideration” (Wang, 2005: 2). In fact, it is wrong. Halliday and Hasan attempt to 
discuss coherence from both micro and macro perspectives, but their focus is the 
cohesive ties, which belong to the semantic coherence or the micro-coherence. 
Halliday and Hasan’s cohesion theory sets up a foundation for other definitions. 
But their theory does not further discuss how to choose different cohesive ties in order 
to produce a continuous discourse. And that is more important for a discourse 
construction. 
    Van Dijk, a text linguist, discusses the concept of coherence from semantic and 
pragmatic perspectives. He initially proposes local and global coherence. The local 
level of semantic coherence means that semantic relations are “between sentences or 
between constituents of sentences” (Van Dijk, 1977: 150). They include three aspects: 
the sequence of facts, the explicitness of facts and the organization of old information 
and new information. In other words, local coherence indicates the relations exist 
between sentences, which is similar to Halliday’s concept of cohesion. The local 
coherence is further divided into “conditional coherence” and “functional coherence”. 
The global coherence means overall “macro-structural control”, and creates 
discourse-level coherence. Van Dijk illustrates the difference between local and global 
coherence in the following example: “I bought this typewriter in New York. New York 
is a large city in the USA. Large cities often have serious financial problems…” 
(Bamberg, 1983: 419). Although this text contains lexical cohesive ties—repetitions 
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